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Ernie’s Organics Background

• In operation since 1983

• Producing edible beans since late 1980s

• Certified Organic since 1996

• Concerns
• Soil Health

• Desire to reduce the frequency and intensity of tillage

• Increase diversity

• Keep a living root in the ground

• Labor and Cost of Production



The Goal

To develop a production system with:

• A cold-season cover crop species having a maturity date 
early enough to be terminated with a roller crimper in 
late May, 

• That provides a weed-suppressing mulch mat,

• That is compatible with dry beans planted via no-till 
methods,

• That has minimal long-term consequences for other 
crops in rotation,

• And that is profitable!



Our Approach

Roller-Crimp Cereal Rye, Plant

(Pray)

Soil 
Health 
Testing

Success?
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Roller-crimp



Plant
• ~100-130 lbs/acre

• ~119k plants/acre  
(85% germ)

Ideal Case: 145k plants/acre



Monitor
• Soil temperatures

• Emergence

• Soil health testing
• PFLA

• Haney



Soil Health Testing

How many consumable organic sugars 
are available to sustain soil life?



2021 Yield Results 

Variety

Seeding 
Rate 

(seeds/ft)

Dirt wt. 
yield 

(lbs/ac)

Clean 
yield 

(lbs/ac)
Othello Pinto 4 1356 1084
Quincy Pinto 4 1136 908
Max Pinto 4 1977 1580
Agassiz Pinto 4 1787 1429

Factors affecting yield

• Late planting (June 12-14)

• Late emergence (dry soil)

• High cleanouts in all varieties from 
frost Sept. 3 & 4, especially Quincy
(Frost damage = orange beans in photo)

Max Pinto



Challenges/Questions

• Frost 
susceptibility?

• Rye allelopathy?

• Rye termination?

• Firm soil?

• Cool soil?



Future Work

2022:
• Elwha winter spelt rolled CC 

mulch

• Trial other varieties
• USDA Rattler pinto

• Island pinto

• Max pinto?

• UC Southwest Red heirloom

• Automated soil temp data 
collection?

Beyond 2022:
• Trial other species for rolled CC 

mulch

• Austrian winter peas 

• Other cereal rye varieties
(ND Gardner, Spooner, Aroostook, Hazlet)

• Trial other dry bean varieties 

• Develop framework for future 
breeding program??

• Application to conventional 
production systems?



Potential Funding Sources

• Western SARE Farmer/Rancher

• Organic Farming Research Foundation

• NRCS Conservation Innovation Grant?

• Others? (What can you suggest?)

• Currently assembling a Technical Advisory Group



Thank You!
• The Nature Conservancy for 

logistical and financial support

• Cheering Squad
Jackie Jameson

Marvin Gartner

John Dean

Steve Schuyler

Marlon Winger

Amy Mattias

Bill Bitzenburg

U of Wisc—OGRAIN, Dr. Erin Silva

Rodale Institute—Lea Vereeke

…and others!



For more information:

Please reach out!
erniesorganics@gmail.com

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/id/soils/health/


